
CHAPTER 2

There is Hope
"HOPE is the virtue of those who, 
experiencing conflict — 
the struggle between life and death, good and evil —
believe in the resurrection of Christ,
in the victory of love."
— Pope Francis, Homily, Feast of the Assumption, August 15, 2013 

12. SEARCHING ... AND BUSY. They often say: "Experience can teach you a lot." 
Permit me to offer a slight adjustment. Experience does not teach you, but 
experience which is reflected upon does. My responsibilities as bishop require 
that I travel. Recently I found myself in O’Hare International Airport. As I 
waited patiently for my flight, with thoughts of this Pastoral Letter brewing 
within me, I suddenly had an epiphany as I beheld hundreds of people around 
me. Almost every single person in my gate area was deeply engaged in their 
smartphone, iPad or tablet. Music. Texting. Internet. Facebook and more. Of 
course, there is nothing wrong with any of these things in and of themselves. 
But, almost every person was glued to something to keep their attention. 
That singular moment stunned me: I wonder if we are losing the art of being 
at home with ourselves, with our thoughts. Is the activity we are giving so 
much of our attention to really satisfying us?  Is it deepening our ability to 
find what we are searching for or is it somehow narrowing our efforts? How 
much silence does the average person intentionally enjoy? Do we know? Have 
we taken time to think about why?



13. SEARCHING WITHIN US. My father was a hard worker. As a brickmason he 
worked hard to provide for our family. He had to deal with the demands of 
life like anyone else. He overcame the burden of alcoholism and fought hard 
one day at a time to stay sober. He also endured the suffering of burying two 
of his sons, a grief that only a parent can describe. But, even with all of those 
crosses to bear, when I recall my father, I could always clearly see that he was 
content. He didn't have a smartphone, iPad, or something to compete for his 
attention. He lived with a healthy amount of self-reflection. The nature of 
his work was such that he lived in a fair amount of silence. He had time to 
think. He had time to consider. He had time to reflect on life and learn from 
his mistakes. His lifestyle was such that he was aware of what was going on 
within him. Perhaps you have noticed that when a person is truly content, 
they seem to live life with a healthy awareness of what is going on inside of 
them as opposed to feeling the need to be overly engaged in outward activity.

14. I look at my father and his lifestyle compared to the pace we live at today. We 
are all so busy. Some of the pace is because of the pace of others; however, 
many drive themselves to an increased level of activity. Why? What are we 
really searching for? I wonder - in the midst of the pace - if we are really 
searching for hope. What are the longings that drive our busyness? It may 
sound like: "I want to be happy and that's why I'm working so hard." "I want 
my kids to have more than I had and that's why I'm working so hard." "Once 
I retire then I'll be happy." If I only had (fill in the blank) then I'd be happy." I 
wonder if all that work and that pace is our desire for tomorrow to be better 
than today. This is the basic longing within hope: believing that tomorrow 
can be better than today. 

15. SEARCHING, HAPPINESS, AND GOD. We are searching. Why? The Church 
in her wisdom gives us an insight into our longing. "Man is in search of God. 
In the act of creation, God calls every being from nothingness into existence. 
... Even after losing through his sin his likeness to God, man remains an 
image of his creator, and retains the desire for the one who calls him into 
existence. All religions bear witness to man's essential search for God." (5) 
We all want God. When God created us the creator left his imprint on the 
creature. Our souls were made by God and therefore innately long for him. 
In that true happiness is found in the one who created us for communion 
with him, our pursuit for happiness is actually a pursuit for God. We are 
searching for God, therefore, we are searching for happiness. Unless we come 
to know that God is our happiness, our natural longing for more in life may 
propel us to grasp at temporal pleasure. If unchecked, this pattern leaves us 
inevitably dissatisfied. At the same time the "world" tempts us with promises 
it cannot keep. We soon try to keep up with empty promises and life becomes 
a treadmill: we exhaust ourselves in being busy only to feel that we are not 
really getting anywhere. There, in that cycle of staying busy we innately hope 
for more.

16. GOD KNOWS YOU ARE SEARCHING. God knows us. He knows our desire. 
And, if the creator left his imprint on the creature then perhaps our desire 
for God is merely because he desires us. The good news is that God has taken 
the initiative in Christ and the story of Christmas to reach out to us. It was 
God who took the initiative in Mary's annunciation. It was God who took the 
initiative in reaching out to Joseph in the dream. It was God who took the 
initiative at Christmas; He reached out to us, not vice versa.



17. OUR HOPE IS CHRIST. The good news of Christmas is that the Incarnation 
is not simply about a baby, it is about a Savior. The Catechism teaches: "When 
the church celebrates the liturgy of Advent each year, she makes present this 
ancient expectancy of the Messiah, for by sharing in the long preparation 
for the Savior’s first coming, the faithful renew their ardent desire for his 
second coming." (6) The liturgical season of Advent is an annual pilgrimage of 
sorts where we join ancient Israel in their hope for the Messiah. The Chosen 
People were chosen for this very reason: to be a people who brought the Son 
of God into the world. Israel longed for this. Their hope was in God who 
promised this. In Jesus we see the incarnation of God, and in Jesus we see 
incarnation of hope.

 At the very core of the Christian message is hope. We believe that God’s 
intervention into the human story came through his initiative in the 
annunciation. We believe Christ freely chose to give us the gift of his passion 
and death on the cross because of His insatiable love of us. We believe Christ 
conquered all fear, all sin, and therein conquered the greatest of all evils — 
death itself. We believe through Jesus Christ’s resurrection he opened for us 
eternal life. We believe through his ascension, God's plan has entered into 
its fulfillment. We believe we are not alone — we are never alone. We believe 
God is among us. We are "convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, 
nor principalities, nor present things, nor future things, nor powers, nor any 
other creature will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord." (7) Our hope is in Jesus Christ, and as such, it is important for us 
to be reminded of who we are speaking of and what victory he has won. We 
hope because of a person. Our hope is in a person — Jesus Christ.

18. LIVING WITH THE FUTURE IN THE PRESENT. The reality of Jesus Christ not 
only reveals God's desire for us, but his conquering death gives us hope. Our 
future, because of Christ, gives us hope. "Here too we see as a distinguishing 
mark of Christians the fact that they have a future: it is not that they know 
the details of what awaits them, but they know in general terms that their life 
will not end in emptiness. Only when the future is certain as a positive reality 
does it become possible to live the present as well." (8) When I live in the 
reality that my ultimate searching cannot be quenched in this life, I no longer 
live with the compulsive fear that life has to fulfill all that I search for. Even if 
my life is marked with suffering, pain or uncertainty I am certain that true joy 
ultimately awaits me because of Christ.

19. LIVING WITH THE FUTURE WHEN THE PRESENT HURTS. I share the 
following story with you because I know that many of us need the promise 
of the future in order to carry the burdens of today. My oldest brother, Luke, 
drowned accidentally in 1973 at the age of 20. I was only 10 years old. His 
death introduced me to suffering and grief in ways that I did not have the 
language for at the time. Looking back on Luke's death the words of Pope 
Benedict XVI articulate what I knew to be true deep beneath my pain: "they 
know in general terms that their life will not end in emptiness." Even at 
the age of 10, even with a broken heart and a lack of adequately expressing 
how I felt, I knew then that life did not end in death. Knowing this offered a 
strange, but very real sense of comfort. Luke's death also confirmed the Holy 
Father's words: "Only when the future is certain as a positive reality does it 
become possible to live the present as well." Certainty about Luke's future 
gave me the strength to make it through the grieving process.



20. HOPE IS WITH US. We have hope because God is with us. Returning to Pope 
Benedict XVI’s Spe Salvi: "(One) cannot accept another’s suffering unless he 
personally is able to find meaning in suffering, a path of purification and 
growth in maturity, a journey of hope. Indeed, to accept the ‘other’ who 
suffers, means that I take up his suffering in such a way that it becomes mine, 
also. Because it has now become a shared suffering, though, in which another 
person is present, this suffering is penetrated by the light of love. The Latin 
word con-solatio, 'consolation,' expresses this beautifully. It suggests being 
with the other in his solitude, so that it ceases to be solitude." (9) 

 Christian hope is founded in the truth that Jesus is with us in the suffering. 
Through Jesus, God entered the world. In the incarnation Jesus entered into 
all that is a part of humanity, including suffering. Hebrews says: "For we do 
not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but 
one who has similarly been tested in every way, yet without sin." (10) On the 
Cross, Jesus embraces all suffering. Therefore, even now, if we are able to be 
with Jesus in the suffering he will offer us consolation. The word consolation 
can be understood in three root words: the prefix "con," the word "sol," and 
the suffix "ation." "Con" literally means "with." The word "sol" literally means 
"light." The suffix "ation" literally means "the process of." Thus, with Jesus, in 
the suffering we can "be with the light." We are not alone. There, in the light, 
we experience compassion. Again, the prefix "com" means with. With Jesus 
in our suffering we experience his com-passion, for we are "with his passion" 
in our suffering. We have hope in suffering, not merely because our wish to 
change the circumstances, but because the victor of all things is with us in 
our suffering.

21. LOOKING VS. FACING. One of our deceased, yet legendary, parishioners 
of Houma-Thibodaux was Charles Mack. Charles was a wisdom figure at 
St. Luke’s in Thibodaux. As I listen to the beautiful people in the St. Luke 
community, I recall their sharing that Charles once said: "Life has a lot less to 
do with what you’re facing and a lot more to do with where you’re looking." 
Christian hope gives us someone to look to regardless of what we are facing. 
When facing any form of suffering we look to Christ who is with us in it. 
Perhaps a personal example will help illustrate. I shared with you earlier the 
story of my brother Luke's accidentally drowning when I was 10. Seven years 
later, when I was 17 years old, my brother Clyde died of leukemia. He was 20. 
Clyde's death brought back much of the pain of Luke's death. As a senior in 
high school, I needed God in a desperate way. It is here that Charlie Mack's 
wisdom gives words to my experience. My family was facing excruciating 
pain, but our eyes were fixed on the Lord through it all. We looked to God and 
the promise that is Christ and found hope in the midst of the pain. Looking at 
God did not necessarily change what we were facing. However, it did change 
our sense of isolation, fear, and feeling overwhelmed. Looking at God did 
bring Luke or Clyde back. However, without the posture of looking at God I 
would not have come to stunning realization that God was looking; God was 
looking at me. I had every "right" to focus all of my attention on what I was 
facing: the funerals, the questions, the grief. When I looked at God during the 
funeral, with the questions, and in the grief I discovered God looking at me. 
I discovered first hand the truth of Psalm 23: "Even though I walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me." I still 
felt everything in my heart, but when I discovered God was looking at me I 
had a sense of what was in his heart: compassion, mercy, and a deep sense of 
strength and peace.



22. HOPE AND SUFFERING. Thus far I have shared with you several quotes 
from Spe Salvi. Allow me the privilege of sharing a few more beautiful insights 
from the Holy Father. "Suffering is a part of our human existence. Suffering 
stems partly from our finitude, and partly from the mass of sin which has 
accumulated over the course of history, and continues to grow unabated 
today. ... We can try to limit suffering, to fight against it, but we cannot 
eliminate it. It is when we attempt to avoid suffering by withdrawing from 
anything that might involve hurt, when we try to spare ourselves the effort 
and pain of pursuing truth, love and goodness, that we drift into a life of 
emptiness, in which there may be almost no pain, but the dark sensation of 
meaninglessness and abandonment is all the greater. It is not by sidestepping 
or fleeing from suffering that we are healed, but rather by our capacity for 
accepting it, maturing through it and finding meaning through union with 
Christ, who suffered with infinite love." (11) What Pope Benedict XVI is saying 
is this: suffering is a part of life. We may not know when or how, but what we 
all share in common is the fact that each of us will feel the effects of sin and 
suffering at some point of our life. The Holy Father reminds us "we can try 
to limit suffering, to fight against it" but, he continues, "we cannot eliminate 
it." The answer to inevitable suffering is not isolation in an attempt to protect 
ourselves from pain. The isolation only intensifies pain, for we are made 
for relationship. Spiritual maturity is often measured by how we learn from 
suffering, progress through it, and with Christ mature through it. However, 
human instinct runs from pain. Sometimes our running is intentional. Other 
times we shield ourselves through clichés because we do not know what 
to do with our suffering or the suffering of others. This is unfortunate, for 
nothing prevents growth in hope more than clichés.

23. HOPE ... QUESTIONS ... AND ANSWERS GIVEN. Looking back on the 
deaths of my two brothers, I remember the questions that I asked. I 
remember the answers I was given. Some comments comforted me for a 
while only to fade with time. With reverence for the holy ground we are on, 
let me attempt to illustrate a few things I heard in the midst of pain.

24. "God never gives you more than you can handle." I cannot tell you how many 
times I heard this. In fact, I admit I used to say it myself. Then, I began to 
think about what the statement says about God. I asked myself: "Would God 
really be the cause of an accidental drowning or the disease of leukemia?" 
When we say this I suspect we are simply trying to make sense of suffering 
and we don't know what else to say. It is difficult to fathom why bad things 
happen to good people. It is difficult to know how to comfort those in 
pain. Sometimes we do not know what to say. This cliché may come from a 
genuine desire to help; however, it may be misleading if not placed in a much 
greater context. It may suggest that God "gives" us suffering or it may suggest 
that we have to handle the suffering alone. Neither of those implications 
match our understanding of God. Neither of those implications describe my 
experience of God. I remember speaking with my father at one point years 
after the deaths of my brothers and he stated that for him it was always as if 
"they died yesterday." In spite of this great suffering, my father found hope 
in Jesus. He trusted that in spite of his ongoing suffering that God would be 
gracious to him and bless him. In this way, my father was a great witness to 
hope for me in spite of my own suffering. I came to see that sometimes bad 
things simply happen to good people. Through it all what God does give us is 
strength to persevere. He gives us people to rely on. Those are the things God 
gives you.

Pieta, 1876
William-Adolphe Bouguereau



25. "Why is this happening to me?" I know many of us ask this question. I did. I 
asked this question a lot. My mom asked that question. My dad asked that 
question. We all asked: "Why?" "Why" is a powerful question. I can only look 
to my own experience in attempting to respond. Reverently, may I say that 
the reason I think we ask this question is because when we are suffering 
we often feel out of control. Thus, we instinctively seek something we can 
control: an answer. Once I have an answer, I have someone or something 
to blame. When my brother died, I asked "Why?" I was 10. I did not have the 
capacity to absorb the answer to that question; I merely wanted someone or 
something I could direct my anger toward. I took comfort from my father's 
strength and my parent's faith. I stopped asking why and simply started 
begging God for faith. Trusting in those I trusted, I begged God for the 
strength to get through life one day at a time. In doing so, the need for an 
answer lessoned. I discovered that God was actually with me in the midst of 
the suffering. I discovered God in the midst of the pain.

26. With great love I admit that sometimes there are many questions and 
sometimes there are no answers. Even if we had the answer it is likely our 
suffering would still be there. The answer will not remove the pain, nor is our 
hope in an answer. However, here is the good news; here is what I discovered 
in my life: I am not alone, you are not alone. There is a specific temptation 
that accompanies a specific emotion. The emotion is fear. We are often afraid 
when we feel out of control. The specific temptation that accompanies fear 
is this: "You have to protect yourself. You are alone. You have to carry this by 
yourself." The truth is: we do not have to be in control, for we do not have to 
carry the burden alone. He is with me. 

27. HOPE AND THE ECONOMY. As you can tell, my father was a significant 

figure in my life. I aspire as a spiritual father to emulate what I learned 

from his fathering me. He was a man of practical wisdom. If my father were 

writing this letter with me, at this point he would say: "Okay Shelton, let’s get 

practical." The Catechism teaches us "prayer is neither an escape from reality 

nor a divorce from life." (12) Prayer, and hope, touch our real lives. Hope must 

imbue our particular circumstances. From suffering to anxiety and everything 

in between, many of us beg God for help in the real details of our lives. 

 I specifically want to speak to our need to have hope now in the particular 

details of our lives here on the bayous. I know many of us are praying for the 

economy to rebound quickly. Let me pause here and share my heart. Often 

when we speak of "the economy" we do so speaking of a depersonalized set 

of charts, figures or trends. People, real people, our people, are affected by 

the economy. I have heard your hearts. I know your fear. I feel your anxiety. 

What I offer in response is all that I have: Jesus Christ, our faith in him, and 

the real hope that comes from him. I do not pretend that God is a magician 

and "just like that" will change our economic situation overnight. There are 

lots of reasons why things are the way they are. However, I do have hope. 

I know that God is with us. We may indeed have to wait still longer for the 

economy to bounce back. But, while we wait we do not merely wait for God 

to do something. We wait with God as He does something. He is with us, 

leading us daily, showing each of us the very next step. While we may not see 

the big picture, He does. If we follow Him today, then all of our small steps of 

obedience will soon lead us to a chapter within His grand story of fidelity.

Christ at the Garden of Gethsemane, 1873
Carl Heinrich Bloch



28. WHERE DO YOU NEED HOPE? Prayer "is neither an escape from reality nor 
a divorce from life." (13) Likewise, you might say hope "is neither an escape 
from reality nor a divorce from life." If hope is going to be real in our lives it 
must become a part of our real lives. 

 I carry a quiet grief in my heart that our world has forgotten the truth of 
Christmas. Therein I fear we are losing our capacity for Advent. Christmas 
celebrates the Incarnation — the reality that God really did take the 
initiative to actually become a human person so as to enter into the story 
our humanity, the story of your life. God is real. He has a name. God is not 
invisible. And, that my dear friends, gives me hope. 

 When you and I are in desperate need of light in the darkness, we need not 
turn to anyone other than Jesus. In the midst of it all what we need in those 
moments is a Savior. God is coming at Christmas; He is coming to you. The 
question is: Where do you need him? Where do you need hope?

FOR YOUR REFLECTION
For your personal prayer and small group discussion

1. What phrase, concept or section most spoke to your heart?
2. What phrase, concept or section causes you to think differently?
3. What phrase, concept or section gives you hope?
4. How is God speaking to you about the circumstances of your life and his 

desire to give you hope?
5. What do you really want from God this Christmas? Has your answer changed 

at all since week one?

FOR YOUR PRAYER
Praying with the Scripture readings from daily Mass

• SUNDAY, DECEMBER 4. Romans 15:4-9: "we might have hope" (vs. 4) If 
your life, where do you need strength in "endurance"? Where do you need 
"encouragement" so that you might have hope?

• MONDAY, DECEMBER 5. Isaiah 35:1-10: "Be strong, fear not! Here is your 
God ... he comes to save you." (vs. 4) Where are you being called to persevere? 
How are you being called to be not afraid? How and where does most need to 
save you? How and where do you most need him?

• TUESDAY, DECEMBER 6. Isaiah 40:1-11: "Comfort, give comfort to my people, 
says your God" (vs. 1) As your read Isaiah 40:1-11 how is it that God is going to 
comfort His people? What would give you comfort at this stage of your life?

• WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 7. Matthew 11:28-30: "Come to me, all you who 
labor and are burdened, and I will give you rest." (vs. 28) Imagine Jesus saying 
those very same words to you "Come to me" and "I will give you rest." Where 
are the labors or burdens in you life? How can a new vision of hope outlined 
in chapter two help you?

• THURSDAY, DECEMBER 8. Luke 1:26-38: "for nothing will be impossible for 
God" (vs. 37) What seems impossible in your life? When is the last time you 
surrendered your impossibilities?

• FRIDAY, DECEMBER 9. Psalm 1: "He is like a tree planted near streams of 
water" (vs. 3) When is it that I feel firm and “planted” in the Lord? What or 
who pulls me away from Him and the security I experience when I am with 
Him?

• SATURDAY, DECEMBER 10. Read the Scripture readings for Sunday of the 
Third Sunday of Advent to prepare for this weekend’s Liturgy.

The Visitation, 1767
Ubaldo Gandolfi




